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* The Iran-contra scandal came as a profound shock to the American public. President Reagan's
popularity plummeted, and his foreign policy was suddenly in jeopardy. Congress had no
alternative but to investigate. But it has determined to do its utmost to preserve the Reagan
administration's foreign policy and, if possible, to save Reagan himself. The thrust of the hearings
was foreshadowed by the membership of the investigating committees. Senator Daniel Inouye
and Representative Lee Hamilton, were appointed chairs of the Senate and House investigating
committees, respectively. Both have a pro-contra voting record. Notable for their absence from the
committees, are strong opponents of the administration's support of the Nicaraguan contras. Long
before the Iran-contra scandal was revealed by an obscure Lebanese journal, Congress was aware
that somehow the Reagan administration had provided the contras with supplies and weapons
during the life-time of the Boland Amendment. During that time, and in response to a plethora of
reports that could no longer be ignored, Rep. Hamilton had inquired of former national security
adviser Robert McFarlane and Lt. Col. Oliver North on the substance of the reports. Hamilton
was assured that no laws were being broken. This was sufficient for him to drop the inquiry,
though the evidence to the contrary was overwhelming. Hamilton now accepts partial blame
for not investigating the evidence more thoroughly. He said, "In looking back, you could always
say to yourself that we could have done a better job." However, his "stern" lecture to McFarlane
contending that in the earlier investigation he assumed McFarlane was speaking for President
Reagan was apparently designed to absolve himself from responsibility for closing those inquiries,
thereby allowing the contra aid program to go ahead full steam. Hamilton's failure to ask McFarlane
a single probing question during the current hearings is perhaps not surprising. Collusion between
leading members of Congress and the administration on contra aid probably began with the
formulation of the Boland Amendment. Consultations with the administration produced wording
that left open the possibility for the president to continue his effort to aid the contras. The Boland
Amendment reads as follows: "No funds available to the CIA, the Department of Defense or any
other agency or entity of the US involved in intelligence activities may be obligated or expended
for the purpose or which would have the effect of supporting, directly or indirectly, military or
paramilitary operations in Nicaragua by any nation, group, organization, movement or individual."
The ambiguously drafted Congressional restrictions on contra aid, the president contends, do not
apply to him or other White House officials. While it is becoming increasingly difficult for Reagan
to hide behind this view as the details of his involvement become public, those who formulated
Boland apparently wished to leave the president space to conduct a contra support program. The
hearings cannot avoid testimony about presidential collusion. Nonetheless, the interrogators try
to avoid such sticky questions. As of yet, there has been no real attempt to discover if Reagan was
aware of the detailed activities of North, McFarlane, resigned national security adviser Poindexter,
major general Richard Secord and former CIA director William Casey. Nor have the investigators
tried to pin down whether or not Reagan knew of the diversion of the Iran arms sales profits to the
contras. Some congresspersons openly deplore the fact that mechanisms could not be found to
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continue contra support without violating the law. Others have gone on at length on the patriotism
of Secord, McFarlane, North, and Poindexter, men of character, who were presumably forced into
the twilight world of questionable means because congressional ambivalence on Nicaragua made
their actions necessary. McFarlane testified that he met with Reagan daily and discussed the contras
with him "dozens of times." But time and again he was permitted inconclusive answers regarding
the president's knowledge of such matters as: 1) Attempts by his staff to solicit money for the contras
from Israel, China, Taiwan and other countries during the time of the Boland amendment. 2) The
efforts of North to generate private donations for the contras. 3) The six documents McFarlane
said he found in the fall of 1985 which he claimed indicated to him that North was engaged in
potentially illegal activities. 4) Presidential knowledge of the fact that the Saudi donation was
used to purchase arms for the contras. At that time US law allowed solicitation for humanitarian
purposes only. Chairman Inouye conceded he did not have a real grasp of what McFarlane had
told the president. When asked why the committee's questions had not honed in on this point,
he said, "The media tell us we're taking too long and to try to cut it down, and now you're saying
there are questions we should have asked. You can't have it both ways." At the conclusion of the
McFarlane testimony Inouye summarized the committee's lack of enthusiasm for exposing possible
presidential wrongdoing: "We are not targeting the President. And we are not prosecutors." Absent
from the hearings thus far is even a single comment on the more than 20,000 dead Nicaraguans,
the murder of health workers, teachers, and children, and the decimation of the Nicaraguan
economy, all results of the US-backed "undeclared" war in Central America. In short, congressional
committee members have no stomache to challenge the Reagan administration's policies which
generated Iran-contragate in the first place. Republican members of the joint committee have
unabashedly defended the policy, while Democrats have tended to remain silent. Republican Rep.
William S. Broomfield (Mich.) went even further, blaming Congress for the entire ugly episode.
He concluded that "a great deal of blame" for the activities now under investigation "lies right
here at the doorstep of Congress." In other words, if only Congress had been more forthright and
openly approved Reagan's love affair with the contras a policy not supported by a majority of US
citizens there would be no scandal. Reagan's foreign policy, the so-called Reagan Doctrine, together
with its dismal failures, is a major issue that Congress has yet to face. Grenada appears to be the
sum total of the administration's military victories. The Nicaraguan government stands after six
years, despite the best efforts of the superpower to the north. The rebel movements in El Salvador
and Guatemala remain viable. This is a small yield from the billions of dollars showered on the
militaries in Central America and the Caribbean, and for US military operations in the region, since
Reagan assumed office. The joint congressional committee has not yet displayed awareness of
the burgeoning evidence that US policy is opposed by the most diverse nations in Latin America.
Even tiny Costa Rica has had the audacity to propose an end to the Central American conflict on
terms considered unpalatable by the Reagan administration. The plan introduced by Costa Rican
President Oscar Arias, and the on-going efforts by Contadora and its Support Group are more than
a pious hope for peace in Central America. They are expressions of growing militancy throughout
the region in support of national self-determination, and a corresponding opposition to "Yankee"
domination. Contadora is not the only measure of Third World nations' new found courage to
defy the United States. In recent years, many Latin American, African and Asian nations have
begun to raise their voices against the exploitation of their economies and peoples only to service
respective foreign debts. Apparently, they no longer fear foreclosure. What circumstances explain
this new wave of overt opposition to Washington's policies and plans? According to Leon Wofsy
in BEFORE THE POINT OF NO RETURN (Monthly Review Press, New York, 1986), "As military
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capacity has expanded beyond all reason, the ability to use that power to dictate terms or win wars
has diminished drastically." The contradiction between power and its growing impotence was
obscured by certain brief "successes" in the years after World War II. In the 1950s and early 1960s,
the United States used its military capabilities on the average of once every 18 months, either to
prevent an undesirable group from coming into power or to overthrow a revolutionary or reformist
government. The results of such interventions and later ones have been less than spectacular. In
1953 the US installed the Shah in Iran, whose rule ended with the Ayatollah. In 1954 the US military
bombed the capital of Guatemala, expelling a freely elected president because he distributed to
peasant farmers unused land owned by United Fruit. In his place Washington installed a military
dictatorship that later exterminated upwards of 50,000 Guatemalans. Despite all the blood and tears,
the Guatemalan resistance has not yet been crushed. The Kennedy administration attempted an
invasion of Cuba, and reaped the Bay of Pigs. Washington assisted in the overthrow of a socialist
government in Chile, producing the demise of thousands of Chileans by the Pinochet regime. The
US government organized a full-scale intervention in Vietnam where the superpower suffered
an absolute defeat. More recently, interventions in Lebanon led to the shamefaced withdrawal
of the Marines and the taking of more American hostages. Today Washington conducts and/or
supports endless and inconclusive wars in El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Angola, Ethiopia,
Afghanistan, the Philippines and Cambodia. The Reagan administration bombed Libya, and has
made threats against Iran and Syria. With the exception of killing the Libyan ruler's one-year-old
daughter, nothing in that part of the world has changed. James Reston (New York Times, 04/05/87)
quotes Jeanne Kirkpatrick as follows: "Have we, almost without realizing it, arrived at the end of the
post-World War II era and entered a new, far more dangerous period of international relations?...
Have American economic power and governmental authority so eroded that the United States
truly has lost the ability to hold its own in the international sphere?" The United States is not alone
in the failure of power. The Soviet record is no better. The USSR has lost its influence in Egypt.
Its former ally, China, has become a military opponent. Afghanistan is a bleeding wound that
Gorbachev seeks desperately to staunch. Recent changes in Soviet domestic and foreign policy
no doubt reflect at least a partial recognition of the failure of military power as a foreign policy
instrument. The time has come for Congress to articulate loud and clear the following empirically
grounded conclusions about world affairs: 1) The movements for self-determination in the Third
World constitute revolts against poverty and foreign exploitation; no Kremlin plot is required. 2) US
influence in the Third World is at a low ebb, not because of communist propaganda but because of
interventionist policies. 3) The US cannot control the destinies of the 160 nations that make up the
world community, no matter how many trillions it expends on weapons. The formulation of a new
US foreign policy agenda, of course, will not an easy task. Nixon and Kissinger, in a recent op-ed
piece in the WASHINGTON POST, demand that the US not sign the intermediate missile pact with
the Soviet Union. They fear that this step will lead inevitably to additional disarmament agreements,
threatening the bases of the Cold War. The British, West German and French governments agree.
Defense Secretary Weinberger stubbornly presses for SDI, while others would replace intermediate
range weapons with nuclear destructive capacity in other packages. What would the United States
really lose if the Reagan Doctrine version of East-West confrontation were scuttled? What concrete
injury would US citizens suffer if we accepted greater political diversity in the Third World? What
concrete national security danger would we face if the Nicaraguans were permitted to work out their
destiny? Cuban troops guard the Gulf Oil Company's oil facilities in Angola. Vietnam pleads for
US aid to develop its oil reserves. Nicaragua's main chance of solving its economic crisis (assuming
an end to the war) is the resumption of the trade with the US. Both the United States and the
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Soviet Union could reverse the structural deterioration of their economies by devoting resources
currently squandered on military overkill to improve the standard of living of their respective
peoples and contributing to the elimination of poverty in the Third World. Congress must find the
courage to say that nuclear weapons are ineffective they cannot be used even to "deter" Third World
aspirations for self-determination, as recent history has proved. A first priority is to end contra
aid, and establish normal diplomatic relations with Nicaragua. Once US leaders reject the policy
of continuous and failure-prone engagements in the Third World, a new policy that serves both
the interests of the US and the people of the world can come into being. These are some of the real
issues raised by the Iran-contra affair and Congress will have to address them later, if not now. The
current scandal is but one more proof of the failure of Cold War policy. A "real" investigation would
meet the knee-jerk cold warriors by exposing the Iran-contra scandal what it is a demonstration of
the futility and the danger of a policy that brings death to Central Americans, a steadily decreasing
standard of living for the average American, and above all the danger of total obliteration. The Irancontra investigation presents a unique opportunity for the US to change course. The hold of the
Reagan administration on the national agenda is now tenuous. In the place of weapons that will
never be used except through some gigantic error, a genuine national security based on peace could
be secured in the near future. No force of arms can end the struggle for self-determination and a
chance to build a more equitable society in the Third World. The Reagan administration's version
of the Cold War merely assures that this struggle will be marked by a maximum of death and pain.
[*Malcolm Gordon is a contributing editor to the CENTRAL AMERICA UPDATE. He is active in
Central American solidarity and broader-based peace groups.]
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